In Vidocq's footsteps
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The publication of Eugène-François Vidocq"s Mémoires on 4 October 1828 was something of an event. For some time all of Paris had been awaiting the publication of this book whose author was regularly the main topic of interest in newspapers, on account of his exceptional detective skills. The Mémoires of the ex-convict who rose to the rank of chief of police became a best-seller. 1 In 1829, the 10,000 copies of the Histoire de Vidocq, a reworked version of the Memoires, sold out in the space of only a few days. Having already been copied and sold illegally in England and in Holland before its official release in France, the book ensured the author world-renown.
In a previous article, I studied the Mémoires and the Histoire de Vidocq and showed that Eugène-François Vidocq could be perfectly identified as part of a long tradition of adventurers in the 18 th century and that his autobiographical work, in both form and content, demonstrated a close link between the genre of the adventure story and that of the picaresque. 2 In the present article, I shall leave aside his autobiographical works in order to steal a copy of the text from the pseudo-convict, and -the ultimate dishonesty -of preparing a response to this scathing critique. As if that were not enough, the authors, with a logic that would have graced the Spanish Inquisition at its finest hour, then proceed to see this as the irrefutable proof of Vidocq"s guilt: "Vidocq innocent n"eût rien dit ; coupable, il cherche à se débattre sous le poids de la vérité qui l"écrase". "On dirait que toutes les actions de cet homme doivent être marquées au coin de la bassesse", comments our witness, as an introduction to what amounts to a vitriolic portrait of the adventurer. Thus Vidocq is accused of every crime, from causing the death of his wife to that of his own mother, not to mention the attempted murder of l"Aiglon, the son of Napoléon Bonaparte! But the picture of Vidocq which Raban and Saint Hilaire paint for us is not only that of a dangerous criminal or of a terrrifying psychopath ; there is a distinct tendency -and this does much to point to their real motives in writing the book -to demonise the figure of Vidocq.
Throughout the text, Vidocq"s human nature is slowly whittled away to reveal an animalistic, monstruous vision of the adventurer: "il punissait ainsi sa mère d"avoir donné le all the women are full of admiration of his daring exploits. Some say he has commited murder, high-way robberies, and all other iniquities -whilst in fact, we know that his whole crime is being accused of having assisted to forge a discharge for two prisoners at Rochefort". 12 Vidocq is seen here as a scapegoat, a man persecuted for crimes he did not commit, but as a man of mystery whose courage and wits win the admiration of all. Much in the same vein as the Vidocq we see in the Mémoires, Jerrold"s protagonist strikes us a relatively honest man who is forced to commit crimes by the crooks he is obliged to frequent.
Thus Josas" plan to swindle the Baroness poses a real moral dilemma for Vidocq: being already married to his beloved Annette, he is reluctant to even pretend to wed the Baroness. In response to Josas" arguments, he retorts: "Yes, but virtue -honour -". 13 Later, he complains:
"what a situation do I find myself in -is there no retreat? The Baroness here, good soul, has spoken pretty plainly -but, then, the villany, the deceit -no, no, I"m determined to confess all to Madam -". 14 But Vidocq"s best intentions are hampered by Josas: "No, you cannot, shall not attempt to do so; and though they may chain me to you, the next moment I will denounce you". 15 The same air of inevitability which seems to hang like a cloud over Vidocq in the Mémoires haunts Jerrold"s eponymous hero; he says with resignation "Well, I am marked out for a villain, and so to fulfill my destiny". 16 It is as if, in the course of the first act of Vidocq, the French Police Spy, the author is trying to demystify the character, portray his human side: for Jerrold, Vidocq is not the allpowerful impalpable and free individual that the terrified French bourgeoisie imagined him to be. As is reinforced by the testimony of Annette at the beginning of Act II, Vidocq is not truly at ease in his adventurer persona, all he wants to do is settle down: "Should Vidocq again be discovered! should he again be prevented from following an honest and honourable occupation -". 17 Jerrold"s approach, his tendency to demystify Vidocq, his light, humorous way of dealing with the character, apart from the fact that it is the antithesis of the one created by Raban and Saint Hilaire, also reflects the disparities between the French and the English in the way they perceive the adventurer as a social construct. The reasons for these differences are, of course, to be found in the histories of these two countries. Great Britain never underwent social or political upheaval to the extent that France did during and after the Revolution, and which turned France into what amounted to a breeding-ground for adventurers and crooks of every sort 18 , nor did it experience the popular revolts and the bloody uprisings spawned by the political instability which was rife in 19 th century France and consequently was never gripped by the abject terror towards any social group capable of transgressing its absolute rule.
In the context of Jerrold"s play, the adventurer not having been seen as a real threat to society, his escapades take on a comical, ludic twist. The performance, which was repeated several times in the course of the same day, was this: He addressed the audience, in French, in a short speech which was translated by an interpreter. He gave, after his own fashion, a summary of his adventurous life. He put on his galleyslave"s dress and the irons with which he had been laden, including the double chain he had worn at Brest, as well as in the different prisons of Douai, Lille, and Paris. He related the stratagems to which he had recourse, to take the most formidable criminals; and each time he put on the costume and made up his face as he had been obliged to do under the actual circumstances. over Fosco"s actual obesity, and at no point, contrary to Wynne"s view, is it suggested that the character"s appearance is the result of a particular faculty for physical transformation or the result of a clever disguise. As for Count Fosco"s at times effeminate manner, it seems in no way comparable to Vidocq"s alleged propensity to make himself up as a woman in order to trick his adversaries. Wynne"s comparison therefore seems somewhat tenuous. However, her view of how close morally the two characters are is significantly more accurate: Fosco and
Vidocq are very similar in the way they shroud their espionage with a certain respectability.
Like Fosco, who only refers to his undercover work with the Austrians as "diplomacy" and "delicate political missions" (p.618 and passim), Vidocq liked to claim that his role as a secret agent was entirely respectible:
Mon rôle, en matière de police politique, s"est borné à l"exécution de quelques mandats du procureur du roi et des ministres, mais ces mandats eussent été exécutés sans moi, et ils présentaient d"ailleurs toutes les conditions de la légalité. Et puis aucune puissance humaine, aucun appât de récompense, ne m"aurait déterminé à agir conformément à des principes et à des sentiments qui ne sont pas les miens. 28 In addition, as Wynne emphasises, both figures have the same sociological approach to crime.
A comparison of one of the rare comments on the subject made by Count Fosco with some of Vidocq"s thoughts in his Mémoires is highly instructive:
Which gets on best, do you think, of two poor starving dressmakers -the woman who resists temptation and is honest or the woman who falls under temptation and steals? […] [T]hat second woman is relieved, as the breaker of a commandment, when she would have been left to starve, as the keeper of it (The Woman In White, p.258).
[L]a misère doit enfanter des crimes ; et la misère, dans un état social mal combiné, n"est pas un fléau dont on puisse se préserver toujours, même quand on est laborieux (Mémoires, p.806).
There are other elements too which can justify a close comparison. Apart from some social considerations, the two men share some philosophical and metaphysical views; they have, for example, the tortured feeling of being at the mercy of an inscrutable fate. So while But beyond the differences, it is possible to pinpoint some significant areas of common ground between Les mémoires d'un forçat, Balzac"s works concerning Vautrin and
Collins" novel. The first relates to the physical appearance of the character; to borrow the phrase used by Raban and Saint Hilaire, the adventurer always has "des formes colossales".
Then we have the incredible keenness of the figure"s gaze which seems to read into the very soul of everyone and from which he seems to draw a certain hypnotic power. These two characteristics are representative of the power vested in outlaw figures by 19 th century literature; they were symbols of the romantic individual"s revolt against artistic and social conventions. The power of the adventurer is thus proportional to the violence and the excesses of his struggle against a society which is intolerant of his marginality. This power is not only physical but psychological and intellectual too: marginality becomes in this instance synonymous with spiritual independence, critical objectivity, perceptiveness, meditative retreat and lastly omniscience. If such a figure seems able to penetrate the deepest thoughts of everyone he meets and to anticipate their movements, it is because he has acquired a greater knowledge of society from his incessant struggle against it.
